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Chapter | 


Author's Notes: 
This story, like many, was born in my head after exchanging silly comments with my writer friend, notoffkilter, about a picture | saw online 


with John F wearing his t-shirt inside out after a swim in the ocean. | hope you enjoy this fic, even if you are not a fan of the bands since 
it's an AU. If you need a summer romance story to read, why not this one? 


First Mate Chad blinked a few times as he stared at the content of the net that had been brought up on the deck by the crew mates. 


"What the hell..?" 


The two young red-haired brothers who had recently been taken onboard the ship to help with menial tasks and fishing looked at Chad just as 
confused as when they had first checked what they had caught. The older of the two, with curlier hair and more freckles, bent over to look 


more closely. 


"Is it what we think it is?" 


Chad scratched the back of his neck. 


"| guess. But to be honest, ain't that sure about it. Lemme get the Captain He needs to take a look. He'll know." 


The younger lad shook the net, making all the small fish squirm even more frantically. 


"And what do we do with the others? The real fish." 


Chad rolled his eyes and sighed. 


"If you want to eat tonight and in the next few days, gather them in the buckets and bring them to the cook. What do you think we ever do 
with the fish we catch?" 


Chad turned around and started walking. He stopped after a few steps and looked back at the two mates. He had no idea what their names 


were. 


"And you, Big Red, keep this net closed and tight till m back You don't want this thing to wiggle its way out or | toss you both overboard to 
feed the sharks. 


The young man looked now more scared than confused. He and his brother had just joined the crew a couple of weeks earlier and were not 
yet used to the ways around the ship. Normally slightly more experienced young guys were hired but sometimes they had to do with what 
they could find. Both teenagers did not yet know that First Mate Chad was all bark and no bite. He looked tough and rough from years of 
sailing, and prior to that, his youth and early adulthood doing hard labour on ship yards. Yet, he had a good heart and was a fair man. 


Chad headed for the Captain's quarters. The morning had been quiet and uneventful so far, and since it was not yet lunchtime, he knew that 
the captain was most likely back inside, checking the weather predictions and map details of their journey with their Navigator, Eric. That 
was what he routinely did at this hour of the day, before walking around to check on the crew and then get his lunch. 


Chad knocked on the door and waited to be called in. He didn't hear anything and was about to knock again when the door opened. He stood face 
to face with Eric who was leaving after the morning briefing. 


"He's all yours," Eric smirked as he walked past Chad. 


Among the crew, only the older guys knew that in the past, Chad had served double duty as the Captain's lover alongside his official job as 
ship's First Mate. Eric, however, was probably the only one who could afford to joke about that fact in Chad's face. They were more or less 
at the same level of authority under the Captain, and Eric was as tall and broad as Chad was and not to be messed with. Still, Chad could not 
help himself and he didn't keep quiet. 


"Yeah, well, he once was and all you ever had on this ship is your stupid compass and dirty maps!" 


Eric flipped him off as he walked away without even looking back at him. 


"Chad, leave it alone." 


The voice was deceptively smooth. Dave had a way to make you listen and obey without screaming. 


Dave ‘Black Blood! Navarro, Captain of ‘The Phantasm’, was not a man you wanted to mess with. He was famous for being ruthless in battles 
and cunning in business, and he was managing his ship using either or both skills, depending on the circumstances and his mood of the day. 


Those who had met him or were familiar with the dangers that were roaming around the seven seas knew that he had earned his nickname 
thanks to the many tattoos that decorated his body. Over the years, rumours had spread he had so many that his blood had turned black 
from all the ink that had been injected under his skin 


Chad, who no longer was the captain's bed companion but still enjoyed his trust and a certain closeness, closed the door behind him and 
shrugged. 


"He started it" 


"Soe" 


Dave reclined in his chair and put his feet on top of the table that was facing the window at the front of the ship. He turned his head 
slightly to follow Chad's movements as he came closer and stood between the table and the window. 


"You're ruining the view." 


"Very funny. Can you come over to the back deck? The guys caught something unusual 


Dave frowned. 


"Probably best to ask our cook to assess whether it's edible.” 


"Its not a fish," Chad replied almost immediately. "Well, actually.. Maybe. Half of it?" 


Dave's curiosity was piqued since Chad didn't sound like he was doing one of his usual goofy jokes. 


"We caught half of a fish?" 


"Kinda." 


"Very funny. If it's only half of it, it's probably nothing we can eat since its dead." 


"Oh no, it's alive." 


Dave stared a little longer at Chad then swiftly moved his legs off the table and got onto his feet. 


"Okay, let me go check what's so odd about the catch of the day. You're not making any sense." 


"When do | ever?," Chad joked. 


Dave rolled his eyes at the comment and walked out of his quarters with Chad in tow. He took the shortcut climbing up and down the decks 
to get to the other side of the ship instead of walking around left or right. Chad didn't like that. Too many stairs up and down It was worth 
walking a tad more and go around to stay on the same level mostly but of course, he had to follow his captain 


When Chad and the Captain arrived, only the older red-haired young man was still there, holding the net so hard that his knuckles had turned 
white. His brother had obviously at least done his job and grabbed the fish and shells also caught in the net and brought them to the 
kitchen. 


Now all there was left in the net was kelp and a large mass that looked like nothing from where Dave was looking. 


"Open the net a bit, so the Captain can see better," Chad ordered. 


The young man did, his hands shaking. He had only seen the Captain a few times since he had been onboard. Most of his time was spent doing 
crappy jobs to clean the ship and help fishing. Usually nothing that the Captain was checking on personally and if he did, it was only when the 


cleaning crew was out of sight. 


In a way, the two brothers preferred it like this. They had heard the rumours about the pirate captain and knew he was fierce. Even if they 
wouldn't have heard anything, he looked like trouble, a handsome face and dark piercing eyes, a toned body covered with scary black designs 
of mythical creatures no one had ever seen and symbols most people did not understand. There was something magnetic about him and yet, 
the young shipmate did not want to look at him too much. 


Dave did not even notice how the boy slightly flinched as he approached. 


He was too busy trying to distinguish what was inside the net. When he got closer and finally discerned something, when the boy had loosened 
the net opening, he saw what looked like a human face, and further down the man's body, the improbable glistening of fish scales. 


Dave's face changed. He had been expecting to see half of a giant tuna fish or octopus, maybe part of a shark. That.. was not what he had 


expected. 


He quickly glanced at Chad and then kneeled next to the net, checking even more closely now. 


"tll be damned..." he said out loud but mainly to himself. 


"So... Is it..2," Chad ventured. 


"Only seen one once, and it was a long time ago, but yeah, its a mermaid" 


The young man didn't say anything but his eyes grew wide when he heard the captain say ‘mermaid. 


"Holy shit!" 


Chad's loud exclamation startled the young man who fell on his butt. 


Dave poked at the shoulder of the unresponsive form in the net. 


"| thought you said it was alive." 


"It was moving, like it was groggy or something, but now.. | don't know. Do they die when they're out of the water just for a bit?" 


"No idea. Not if you believe legends about them, but all these stories are bullshit, so who knows?" 


Dave gave the creature a slightly stronger tap on the shoulder. This time, the mermaid reacted. Its body shivered and its head moved too. It 
slowly opened its eyes. 


Dave instinctively got up and took a couple of steps back, but not before he had seen a very umatural blue-green shimmer in the hazel eyes 


that stared back at him. 


"Okay, it's not dead," Dave said. 


The mermaid slowly turned his head from left to right, looking at the two men towering above him as he was lying on the ship deck, one of 
his arms and the large fin of his tail entangled in the fishing net. The mermaid made a pitiful sound, something between a cry and a whimper, 
as it touched the side of its head with its free hand, before closing its eyes and curling up on itself. 


"So what do we do?," Chad asked. 


Dave thought for a moment. 


"We need to keep it alive for the next ten days, till we arrive in Sandberg. Not sure how much its worth but its going to be a lot. And as 
usual with these exotic ‘finds’, it's worth much more alive than dead." 


Dave grabbed the loose strings of the net and pulled on them to close it back, handing them to the young shipmate. 


"lll get Blades. If anyone on this ship knows about what to do with this, gotta be him." 

Chad winced. As far as he was concerned, the ship doctor and surgeon, affectionately nicknamed ‘Blades’ because of his love for cutting people 
open to check their insides, was perhaps not the best candidate to ensure survival of anything. He had however worked on a farm before 
joining their crew so he had knowledge of animals. That knowledge alone seemed to have qualified him to become surgeon on the ship. If he 
was good enough for humans, he surely was good enough for mermaids. 


"Stay here with the kid," Dave said to Chad as he went on his way. "I don't want anything to happen to it” 


"Aye aye, Captain." 


Chapter 2 


"We caught a mermaid?!" 


"Yeah, catch of the day," the Captain confirmed. 


Stephen grinned. 


"Awesome! Never seen one. ls it like the pictures in the book?" 


"Pretty much, yeah. From what I've seen" 


"| wonder what they have inside their big fish tail.” 


"Stephen, it's still alive and it needs to stay that way. Hence your involvement, but not to gut it” 


"What do you want me to do then?" 


"Its wounded or something, | think It doesn't look very active and it whimpered." 


Stephen sighed. 


"What?" 


"And | thought | would no longer need to treat animals when | got a job on this ship..." 


Once they were on the back deck, Stephen checked the mermaid for any apparent wounds but he could see none. At least the upper part of 
the creature was easy to check since it was like a human and it was a man - which disappointed Stephen even more. No boobs to fondle. 


"| thought mermaids were half women, half fish. This is not half of a woman," Stephen lamented. 


"Well, they probably need male mermaids to reproduce, duh." 


Chad thought his argument was so logical. How did Stephen not think of that? 


"To reproduce how? Do you see anything poking out of that guy's front bottom?" 


"Well, fish get babies, right? How do they do it?" 


"Like | know," Stephen shrugged. 


"You worked on a farm. You should know animals." 


"A farm, Chad. We don't keep fish on the farm!" 


"Heyl," the Captain interjected. "Can we get this done with? Is he fine?" 


Stephen returned his attention to the creature. There was not much to see below the belly button, except for a dark iridescent giant fish tail 
that seemed too soft to contain many bones. It felt more like a snake, full of muscles and covered with scales. 


Dave told Stephen the creature had rubbed the side of his head when he had opened his eyes earlier. The doctor felt on both sides of the 
creature's head, noting that there was a swollen spot on the left. There was no blood or cut, so it was most likely a big bruise, probably done 
when the young guys hauled the net back up onto the deck. 


"Okay, so he hit his head," the Captain concluded. "What about his tail? Isnt it that their tail is supposed to disappear and it turns into human 
legs when they're out of the sea?" 


"| don't know.. Maybe it's just legends," Stephen said. 


"Where are we gonna keep him?," Chad asked, always thinking about the practical side of things. 


"In the cargo area Put a collar around his neck and chain him down there." 


"So not with the other captives?" 


Stephen was still checking the mermaid's tail, which he was finding fascinating. Would it be edible? If there was no bone in there, it was a lot 
of muscle and flesh. 


"| have a book on sea creatures and mythology. I'll check in that one if there is any info that could be useful" 


The Captain nodded and then addressed Chad. 


"First Mate, you'll be in charge of him. | want you to check on him and make sure he stays alive. Once you figure out with Stephen about his 
tail and legs and if he eats and what he eats, you'll be taking care of that too, okay?" 


"Understood," Chad nodded. 


At first it had been a bit odd to Chad that the Captain was calling him by his rank since they were close friends but it made sense in 
general, since they were rarely alone on the ship, like at this moment, when the young lad and also their doctor were present. Dave had 


gotten into the habit and was pretty good at it. It was only when they were alone inside his quarters or any other place where it was just 
the two of them that the Captain would address him by his first name, and allow Chad to call him Dave. 


Stephen helped Chad grab the creature and put it in his arms. Apart from the inconverient large tail and wide fin, the mermaid was easy to 


carry around for Chad. He was very light, and not at all the weight you'd expect a human of the same size to be. He was on the lithe side 
and much shorter than Chad, probably 5'7 or 58 at the maximum. 


The Captain went with Chad to the cargo area, while Stephen got back to the little room they had turned into an infirmary and where he 
spent most of his days. He found back the book he had mentioned to the captain and started reading the chapter about mermaids. 


After they had secured the collar on the mermaid, Chad looked around, just to be sure that there was nothing the mermaid could grab or 
reach and use as a weapon or a tool to try to escape or harm them when they would approach him again. The only noteworthy thing that 
Chad noticed was one of the cats that were roaming on the ship. She was perched on a pile of old boxes and eyeing the new guest with vivid 
interest. 


"| guess she thinks it's a giant lunch buffet for her,” he noted. 


"Yeah, well, like | said, | want him in one piece and alive when we arrive in Sandberg. Free of cat bites and scratches would be nice too." 


"Sure but those furry devils are hard to control. Plus ain't gonna sleep down here. They might get to him at night" 


"Do your best. And also tell the crew to stay away. No need to have everyone come over here and check on him. I'm running a ship, not a 
freakshow." 


"They probably have already heard about him though." 


"I know, and that's okay, but | don't want him to be a distraction” 


The Captain gave the creature a final look. He had protested somewhat as they had put the collar on him, but probably more due to the 
manhandling than anything else. The mermaid still seemed out of it and the captain doubted he had realized what had happened. 


"Let's go talk with Blades and see if he found something interesting." 


The doctor was still reading when the Captain and Chad arrived. 


"Anything interesting or useful in that book?" 


"Yes and no." 


"That doesn't sound very useful," The Captain replied 


"What | mean is that it's mainly information compiled from legends and folk-tales. Just like with mermaids’ tail switching to legs when they're 


on land. They say that but when we saw the creature, he still had a tail and it was out of the sea 


"Still had it when we were down in the cargo area five minutes ago," Chad added. 


"It doesn't say how long they have to be out of the water for that to happen," The Captain said. 


"Maybe. Like frogs? When they're out of the water for a bit, nothing happens. So maybe mermaids can be out of the sea for quite a bit of 
time too without changing," Stephen reasoned. 


"Yeah but frogs never grow legs," Chad interjected. "And frogs die if they never return to water." 


For some reasons, Chad's comment irritated the Captain who gestured for him to cut it. 


"Whatever. Besides the tail and the legs, what else?" 


"There's the part about their singing luring people away to their death, drowning in dangerous water or abandoning their ship and crew.. Not 
good news for us, is it?" 


"That sounds like a real myth and nothing we should worry about," The Captain stated. "Anyway, he's on the ship now; Where would he lure 
us to? The cargo bay?" 


Stephen shrugged. The Captain had a point. 


"There is nothing else that is helpful then. They talk about the beauty of the mermaids, but they mean female ones. This one is a man so.. 
Not sure it applies." 


Stephen continued to leaf through the chapter which he had not finished but he had browsed through most sections and not seen anything 
else that would serve them. 


"Nothing on what they eat? Diseases or things we need to know?," Dave continued to question his doctor, hoping to get something a bit more 


practical to work with. 


"No. | guess they eat fish and stuff from the sea. | mean, that's where they live. Where else would they get food?" 


The Captain sighed. 


"Okay, well, just gotta hope it makes it alive when we get there. We still don't know much but we know it's a rarity so it's gonna get us a 


good price." 


"You said you saw one a long time ago. Was it at the auction?, Chad asked. 


"No. It was at sea It was a woman, well.. A female one, on a rocky patch of the shore we were sailing by." 


"You didn't go after her?" 


"She dove in the water when she saw us approach. You won't catch them easily. Maybe this one is injured or sick. It's strange he would have 
let himself get caught in a fishing net but.. Anyway, I'll go do my round, and I'll also spread the word that the crew should stay away. If they 


have questions, they ask you or me.” 


The captain exited the infirmary and left Stephen and Chad alone. 


"So you're in charge of it?" 


"Yep. ‘cause am the most trustworthy around here," Chad bragged. 


"And you'll be the one to blame if he dies," Stephen replied before giving him a friendly tap on the shoulder. 


"Can | borrow the book?" 


"Sure. Not much more than what we just discussed but you can read for yourself” 


"Thanks." 


Chapter 3 


The rest of the day was definitely busy for Chad since he had gotten behind with his daily work after the couple of hours spent between the 


discovery of the mermaid. 


It was late afternoon when Chad returned to the cargo area to check on the creature. 


As he approached, he saw movements. 


"Easy," Chad said as he came closer and took a soft tone, like he was talking to a scared wild animal. 


In a way, it was a kind of wild animal, but it was chained by the neck to the wall and therefore there was not much Chad had to worry 
about. 


"Are you hurting still?," Chad asked out loud before shaking his head and snorting. "Stupid me. Like he can speak. He probably doesn't even 
understand me..," Chad continued, mumbling to himself as he got closer. 


"| speak like humans," the mermaid said. 


The creature's voice was strained and low but Chad definitely heard him. 


His eyes grew wide and he crouched down to be closer to the mermaid who was on the floor. 


"You can speak and understand us?" 


The mermaid nodded slowly. It turned his head towards the wall and reached for the chain with one of his hands, then looked at Chad. 


"Why? I'm not dangerous. Let me go." 


Chad was mesmerised by the green and blue shimmer he could see in the mermaid's eyes. 


"L. H's just.. Captain's orders." 


The mermaid curled up a little more onto itself. That's when Chad noticed the two thin legs the mermaid was bending. 


"Shit! Now you have legs! Your tail is gone! Like they say in the book!" 


The creature didn't flinch when Chad started to yell. It looked too tired and weak for that. 


"It happens when the tail dries up. | cannot stay like this though. Not long.. I'll die if | cannot change back into my tail." 


Chad frowned. 


"Well.. How long can you stay like this?" 


"tm not sure. | don't do it often. | just know | cannot stay like this. It starts to hurt after a while" The mermaid touched the side of his head 


and winced. "It hurts here too." 


Chad began to feel a little uncomfortable without knowing why. Surely this creature was trying to con him into something. He had to be 


careful. 


"We think you hit your head when the fish net was pulled up. tl pass. It's just a bruise, you don't have any wounds." 


"| didn't mean to mess with your net when you were fishing. l'm sorry. Let me go." 


Chad was still thinking that the creature was somehow trying to manipulate him. He had no clue that the mermaid actually thought he was 
being punished for ruining their fishing activities of the morning. 


"| cannot. Like | said, the Captain said we should keep you and that..," Chad pointed to the chain and the hook in the wall, "it's just a safety 


measure. We don't know about mermaids. | mean, we know about your kind, but we don't know what you can do for real.” 


The mermaid slouched against the wall, looking exhausted. 


"| cannot do anything to harm you.. | swear its true. | cannot stay here... Please." 


Chad shook his head. He had caught another shimmering look from the long-haired creature and he was not sure how long he could resist if 
it continued to plead and beg like this. Maybe that was what they did, like when they were singing to lure people into the sea They could also 
beg and mesmerise humans with their beautiful eyes to make them do what they wanted. 


"Listen, | need to get back up. I'll go tell the Captain you're awake and you can talk. That's good we can talk with you at least" 


Chad got up and turned around, then took a few steps back. 


"What's your name?" 


The mermaid looked at him and shrugged. 


"Its not a name | can pronounce in human language." 


"Oh... Okay. Then, huh... Well, today is St John's day, think, so we'll call you John" Chad started to walk away. "And my name's Chad. l'm First 
Mate on this ship," he added, before disappearing around the corner and climbing up the stairs. 


Chad hurried to the Captain's quarters. He knocked and didn't even wait till he was told to come in. Dave gave him a what-the-fuck look when 
he saw him storm like this without being invited to do so. Sure it was Chad but still, he liked to keep a minimum of decorum on his ship. 


"The mermaid! He talks!" 


Dave cocked an eyebrow. 


"He talks? English?" 


"Yeah! Its great. We can communicate with him." 


"How come he can speak just like us?" 


"|. don't know." 


"You didn't ask?" 


"No, | was..." 


Chad wasn't even sure what to answer. Maybe that he had been too busy getting lost into the jewel eyes that were trying to make him 
show mercy? Probably not the answer his Captain would appreciate. 


"| don't know! It doesn't matter why he speaks our language. He does. Also | named him John, because he doesn't have a name we can say in 
English so that'll make things easier, right?" 


"Whatever." 


Dave walked up to Chad and guided him to the door. 


"Let's go see what he has to say." 


"Dave, he doesn't understand why he's here." 


"What do you mean?" 


"When we spoke, he said things like he was sorry and he's not dangerous... He thinks we chained him down in the cargo area because he 
messed things up when we were fishing.” 


Dave shook his head dismissively. 


"It doesn't matter what he thinks." 


Dave led the way out and down the various decks, all the way down to the storage and cargo areas. 


Just like earlier, John the mermaid perked up when he heard noise and footsteps. 


"My First Mate came to tell me that you can talk to us. I'm the Captain of this ship." 


John looked up at the man he had not yet seen - or didn't remember he had vaguely seen earlier in the day - and then at Chad. 


"How come you can talk with humans? Do mermaids speak like us?" 


"No, but | learned | was friends with children from a fishermer's village. They taught me. It was a long time ago." 


Dave came closer and noticed the bare legs. 


"And now you have legs, huh? Like | told Stephen. It just takes a bit of time." 


Now Chad also remembered what John had told him about that. He didn't have to say anything, the mermaid spoke up first. 


"| would like to go. Please untie me. | will not do you any harm." 


"| can't take the risk," Dave simply replied. "We need to sail for more days now. Then eventually." 


Dave did not continue his sentence. There was no need to tell the creature he would be taken away and sold at an auction for exotic pets and 


slaves. 


"But | cannot stay like this. | will die if | don't return to the sea" 


Chad moved closer to Dave, just enough so he could whisper over the Captain's shoulder without having the mermaid hear what he was 
saying. 


"He told me the same. He said he cannot stay with legs for a long time or he will die.” 


Dave gave Chad an unreadable look, then he stepped closer to the mermaid. 


"How do | know this is not a ruse?" 


"A ruse?" 


"Yeah, like a trick to make us do something." 


"| don't understand. | need sea water to survive. | just need to go back to the sea." 


"| cannot do that," Dave said. 


"But... | will die. Why would you let me die?" 


Chad felt his stomach turn at the way John said the words. The poor creature really didn't understand there were ulterior motives to 
holding him captive. 


Dave looked at Chad. 


"Upstairs, let's go talk to Stephen" 


Once they were on the upper deck, Chad picked up where they had left. 


"You see what | meant? He has no clue." 


"Probably better for him. You keep your mouth shut, First Mate. He doesn't need to know where we take him." 


"Yeah but.. What if he tells us the truth and he's dead tomorrow? He told me the legs appear when his tail dried off. But he also told me he 
cannot stay with legs for a long time and he needs to be in the water again" 


"Of course he says that. He wants us to throw him back in the sea. If he could learn to speak our language, he's probably not stupid" 


"Dave..." 


Dave gave Chad a dark look. 


"Yeah, okay, sorry. Captain." 


"What?" 


"We could find something... | don't know..." 


"What are you talking about?" 


"If he needs to be in the sea but we have to keep him onboard.. Maybe we put him in a giant bucket. Full of sea water." 


Dave stared blankly at Chad. 


"You're kidding me?" 


"What does it cost us? We must have something.. Do we still have those old empty rum casks? What do we store in there?" 


"No idea. Ask the guys in the kitchen They probably use them for food or drink storage." 


"Okay, | will. See? We fill the cask with sea water and we put him in there. Thats gonna be like a giant mermaid bathtub." 


Dave pinched his nose and started to walk away. 


"We don't even know whether it's true. Maybe he can stay in this form with his legs for 10 days, till we get to Sandberg," 


"But if he cannot, he's gonna be dead. And anyway, dead or alive, you're gonna show up at the auction with a two-legged man and convince 
them it's a mermaid?" 


Dave stopped in his tracks. He had to admit that Chad had a point there. Whether the mermaid was lying or not, he needed him to have his 
fishtail back when they'd arrive at their destination 


"Okay, you go and see what you can reuse to put him in sea water. Let's still go talk to Stephen. Am sure he's gonna love to check the 


mermaid's legs." 
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It was past dinner time when Chad was finally allowed in the kitchen. 


"What do you want, First Mate? We have ro leftovers, am telling you already. Unless you wanna have fish guts." 


Michael, the ship's cook, had dealt too many times with Chad trying to get extra food. He could see him coming every time. 


"Its not about food. | need an empty rum cask. The largest you have." 


Michael scratched his bald head. 


"| don't know.. We have some that are not full, but am not sure we have any that's completely empty. We store food in there, you know?" 


"We can store it somewhere else in the meantime. | need a cask. Like now. | discussed this with the Captain" 


"Okay, okay.. Rudy will show you where we keep them and check with you. But no wasting of food. Don't you dare throw away whatever is in 


one of those casks." 


"Of course." 


"But that also means don't eat it alll," Michael added. 


It was too late, Chad had already dashed out of earshot, to go get Rudy. 


One hour later, Chad had managed to rearrange food storage with Rudy and free up the largest cask they had. He had also sent the newly 
recruited red-haired boys to bring sea water with large buckets and fill the cask which he had transported empty into the cargo area. 


Chad was still down there with John, waiting for the cask to be filled at an appropriate level. 


"What are you doing?," John asked after he saw the young boys bring water several times, and pour it into the cask. 


"You'll see. | got an idea and | think you gonna like it" 


The mermaid was still crumpled on the floor, not looking happy, but at least whatever was happening was making him forget his boredom. 
Chad tried not to look at him. Those damn beautiful eyes were too much to look at, plus he had also noticed that besides legs and feet, the 
mermaid had also all the rest that normal human men had below the waist. The last thing he needed was to gawk at the crotch of a 
beautiful naked man. 


It took the two young boys an eternity to bring enough buckets of sea water to fill the cask sufficiently. Eventually, though, the cask was 
filled three quarters of the way up. Chad assessed it would probably be enough. He dismissed the two boys and then turned to John. 


"You said you need sea water to survive and change your legs back into your tail. So there you go," he said as he gestured towards the cask. 


John didn't understand immediately and just looked sadly at him, like Chad was playing some kind of cruel joke on him. 


"Okay, so | guess I'll help you. You know, get in there.." 


Chad approached and lifted the creature from the floor. He seemed to weigh even less than earlier, when he had transported him first in the 


storage area. 


The chain attached to his collar was long enough and allowed room for the movements, thankfully. 


"What..2" 


The mermaid was more surprised to be picked up than resistant. As Chad got up, he instinctively wrapped his arms around Chad's shoulders 
and held onto him tightly. John turned his head to look where they were going and what was happering. As he did, Chad caught a whiff of the 
mermaid's hair smell, salty and sandy, and something Chad had never smelled. He stood there without moving for a few seconds before 
resuming what he was doing. He carefully took a few steps towards the cask. 


"Get in there." 


He leaned forward, to let John get into the water as he reluctantly let him go. 


John looked confused and strangely, he did try to stay in Chad's arms. Chad pushed him off, though, way more gently than he should have. 


"No, get in the cask. You'll feel better, right? Its sea water." 


John finally let go and let himself be dropped into the water. 


"Its not big enough to swim but it's okay, right? Will you be okay like this?" 


John seemed a little unsure how to situate himself in the large cask. 


"It's... weird” 


"What's weird?" 


"Standing on legs... In the water..." 


John didn't have to worry about the novelty for long. It only took a couple of minutes for his tail to reappear. The cask was big but the tip 
of his tail still easily poked up above the surface. Chad quickly wiped away the smile that crept on his face as he saw that. 


"Seems your legs are gone already.” 


John nodded. He tried to move a bit more but his movements were restricted. 


"Its the best we can do for now," Chad started, as if he was trying to apologise and anticipate John's comment. "Is it better? You're not 
gonna die now, right?" 


The mermaid looked at Chad. The brief relief Chad seemed to have seen when John's tail had reappeared had already disappeared. 


"| won't die but.. I'm still a prisoner here. Why?" 


Chad shook his head. Of course the mermaid was not happy. All he wanted was to jump freely back into the sea and swim away. 


"You heard the Captain earlier." 


Chad felt stupid hiding things and basically using the captain's orders to justify something that didn't make sense. Sure, it made sense to 
them. They would make money out of him but Chad could not avoid putting himself in the mermaid's shoes - if he ever had worn any when 
he had his legs on John did not understand why he was kept on the ship and he did not guess what they had planned for him. Did he even 
understand the concept of slave and pet? Chad felt his stomach churn at that thought. 


"| heard your Captain | still don't understand.. but thank you for the water." 


Chad looked away. Hearing the mermaid say thank you to him was more than he could bear. He almost ran up the stairs, leaving John alone in 


the storage space. He was still tied up and now he was in sea water so he would be okay. 


Chad let out a big sigh as he emerged on the deck. He had done what he needed to and he had helped him. That was as much as he could do. 


The mermaid would be fine. 


Chad found shelter at his favourite spot, all the way on the upper deck, where there was a good viewing point looking towards the back of 
the ship. 


He had no idea what was happening to him, except that he had never felt like this. He had raided many ships and taken part in many fights 
and battles in his career as a pirate. Sometimes the guys he was fighting against were criminals, sometimes they were just merchants or 
officials. As far as he knew, he had never felt guilty. Everyone had some bad sides and dark stories, they all knew what they were getting 
themselves into when they signed up for a life at sea, where pirates were the ones ruling. 


He had never felt much pity for the people they would attack or take prisoner, or the people Dave would keep to sell them off to the slave 


market. It was part of their world 


All the rules and ideas Chad had about his life and the way it affected people around him were pointless to help him rationalise the situation 
with the mermaid. John was an innocent creature that would have never harmed them. That much he was sure of. Fighting against official 
crewmen when they were attacking a government ship was about surviving. If they did not, they would be arrested and sent to jail or tried 
and condemned and then hung. Fighting against John was stupid. Nothing would happen if they let him swim free. They would get big money 
for selling him but it's not even like they had been counting on selling a mermaid, so what was the big fuss? Why be so greedy? 


Chad went back inside, in the small corner of the sleeping quarters where he and the main crew members were sleeping. As first mate, he 
had a slightly isolated area, with a curtain separating him from the rest. He retrieved his pipe from the chest he kept by his mattress and 
filled it with tobacco before going for another walk outside as he smoked. 


An hour later, as he was back and lay down and tried to fall asleep, he was not feeling any better or any less guilty. 


His stomach was still tied up in knots and his mind was racing. He knew he would not manage to sleep because now, all these emotions towards 
John's fate had brought up to the surface many more. Things from years ago, when he and Dave had been a thing, and then they had not 
anymore. Dave had never wanted to speak much about it with him when it had happened. 


Dave had just decided that they were better off being crew mates only from that point onwards. Chad had never known what he had done 
wrong and for a long time, it had bothered him. The only thing he had noticed was that Dave had changed. He tried to tell himself that it was 
normal. When they had met, Dave was still young, in his late 20's. He was starting what would become a very infamous career as a sea 
outlaw, with Chad joining his crew almost from the start. Dave had been the one seducing him and taking him to his bed. Chad had been a 
very willing victim of course and over the following five or six years, he had seen Dave grow up and change, getting tougher and somehow 
more distant. 


Dave was 37 now and a very different man, grown up and serious. Sometimes Chad was still seeing Dave's younger and more playful side, but 
it was only for fleeting moments, when they were alone. Dave was careful to push away any remnants of his younger self as soon as 


possible. He was set on hiding his emotions and Chad didn't know why. 


Eric had joined the crew one year after Chad, so he had seen Dave's evolution and also the relationship between Chad and Dave evolve as well. 
Eric had asked Chad several times why he had stayed, after Dave had cut him off as a lover. Chad had never admitted to him that he had 
caught feelings for Dave, and that their crewmate with benefits relationship had become much more for Chad but not for Dave. Chad stil 


carried a torch, and wanted to make sure Dave was fine, so he had stayed, even if he knew it would never be the same again 


Eventually Chad had fallen asleep, but he only caught two hours. The night watch came over to wake him up at dawn, as usual. 


After his morning round and bossing around the crew mates who were still too sleepy, Chad was still in a sour mood. He went to get some 


food from the kitchen Michael, their cook, gave him a tray to bring the Captain breakfast. 


Chad brought the tray to Dave. 


"Thanks. Did you go and check on the mermaid?" 


"His name is John" 


Dave tried to take a sip of his tea and put the cup back on the tray. It was still too hot to drink. 


"Don't get attached, First Mate." 


Chad gave Dave a lustful look. Dave was only wearing his leather pants and his boots. It was hard not to stare. The Captain he once knew 
might have grown distant and colder towards him but Chad could not help still being attracted to his body. Dave was shorter than him, all 
lean muscles under a tanned and tattooed skin that Chad remembered too well how it felt to touch. The day evening before, when he had 
carried the mermaid into the cask full of sea water, the way it felt to have arms clinging around you and not wanting to let go, even if only 
for a brief moment... 


Dave noticed Chad was lost in his thoughts, looking at him but not listening. 


"Chad?" 


"Huh... Sorry?" 


"Don't give me that look" 


"What look?" 


"You know which one." 


"Well, then wear a shirt next time | bring you your breakfast 


Dave turned around and picked up the tray to bring it to his desk without giving him a further look. This was what Chad hated, the 


unapproachable appearance that Dave had given himself in the last few years. 


"| can also go and get it myself, you know? Go check on the mermaid now." 


Chad sighed and left the captain's quarters. 


Seeing what the mermaid was doing. Good. That would be a distraction from thinking about Dave. Of course that was another can of worms. 


John was another handsome creature, in a totally different way, and another one he was not supposed to get attached or attracted to. 


As Chad walked down the steps to the storage area where John was held, he felt nervous. Hopefully the cask idea had been a good one and 
John was still okay. 


When he arrived, he peaked around the corner and observed John from a distance. The mermaid seemed asleep, his head resting on his arms 
which he had crossed over the edge of the cask. His eyes were closed but the minute Chad walked in his direction, he woke up. 


"Hey! Good morning," Chad said. 


John didn't change position He just kept his eyes on Chad. 


"Did you sleep okay?," Chad asked. 


"| did not sleep very well. The collar hurts." 


"Oh. Sorry about that. It's just.. There's nothing else really we can use." 


John unfolded his arms and moved around in the cask, now leaning against the side that was closer to Chad. 


"l'm hungry" 


"Hungry? Yes. l'm sure you are. Let's see.." 


Chad was usually not the one keeping up with all the details of the slaves or prisoners’ maintenance and things like food and drink. Since he 
had been put solely in charge of this one, though, he had to think about this now. 


"What do you eat? Do you drink?" 


"Anything from the sea. | like seaweed a lot, anything that lives down there. We eat basically everything.’ 


"Everything, huh?" 


"Starfish are super tasty." 


"Yeah, l'm not sure how it is under the sea but on this ship, you just cant order whatever fancy seafood you want. It's pretty much ‘catch 
of the day’ only, or whatever that's smoked or salted and still edible.” 


"But your friends were fishing yesterday, right?" 


"Let me go see what we have in the kitchen" 


Chad got back up on the deck. The few guys that were assigned fishing duties were not yet at work. He went to see them and told them to 


keep a full bucket of seaweed and kelp and whatever else greenery from the sea they would catch in their nets this morning. 


He also went to the kitchen to see whether there was anything else he could bring to John in the meantime. 


Michael was watching him like a hawk, making sure he was not grabbing extra food for himself. Chad wondered whether the mermaid would 


eat soup or smoked ham. 


"You already had breakfast, First Mate." 


"Its not for me, it's for the mermaid" 


"Mermaids eat soup and ham now?" 


"| don't know. We haven't caught anything yet so | will see whether he wants this." 


"Just wait till we have today's catch." 


"You don't have anything left from yesterday?" 


"What? Fish guts? No. We don't keep that crap onboard. And whatever we haven't eaten yesterday, | made stock with it." 


"Maybe he will eat stock if it's made from fish." 


Michael gave Chad a disapproving look but Chad didn't care. 


"Anyway, | outrank you. So | need a bowl of fish stock and some bread. Presto.” 


"Maybe you outrank me but you know the Captain gave me veto rights for your extra food requests.” 


"Its not for mel" 


Michael cursed under his breath but went to the back, where the cooking stations were. As much as Chad could get on his nerves, he was 
more or less convinced that this time, he was not trying to get extra food for himself. Chad would not eat plain fish stock. 


Ten minutes later, Chad was back in the cargo area with a bowl of fish stock and two slices of dried up bread. 


"We have not yet gotten today's catch but there was fishstock in the kitchen The cook made it yesterday. It's good with bread" 


John gave the bowl of liquid a strange look. When Chad put it right in front of him, John made a face and pulled back. 


"What is it? It smells foul." 


"But its fresh from yesterday. It was made with what we caught in the morning." 


John shook his head. 


"If its not caught now, it's not fresh." 


"It's fine. It's cooked" 


"Cooked?" 


"Yeah, you know? We put the fish leftovers in water and we boil them and then you have stock" 


John pushed Chad's hand, to keep the bowl of soup as far away from him as possible. 


"| cannot eat that." 


Chad sighed. 


"Can you eat bread? Do you know bread?" 


Chad gave the piece of bread to John who started to examine it very carefully. 


"What is it?" 


"Its made with flour, salt and water. And yeast." 


"What's yeast?" 


"Its... | don't know. Something that makes the bread rise." 


"And there's salt water in this? You make it with sea water?" 


"No, we use normal water and salt." 


"Fresh water?" 


"Yeah. " 


"But why not use sea water if you need fresh water and add salt to it? That's sea water." 


Chad scratched his head. He had no idea He gave John a hopeless look. 


"Just try it, okay?" 


Chad tore a small piece off and put it in his mouth, to show him it was safe to eat. At least safe for humans. 


John tentatively tore a much smaller piece and put it in his mouth. He chewed on it for a while then swallowed it. And there it was again The 
face John would make when it was anything else than freshly caught fish, Chad concluded. 


"Its weird. It's dry.. Chewy but dry." 


"You normally eat it with soup. You dunk it in the soup, then it's less dry." 


John let the rest of the piece of bread fall on the floor. Chad picked it up. 


"No throwing food around. Jeez, if our cook saw that.. And you don't wanna have rats visiting you, do you?" 


"You have those furry things that run after them," John said with a small smile. "| saw them last night" 


"You mean the cats?" 


"Cats... Yes, that's the word. They had them too at the fishermen’s village.” 


"Where was it? That village you talked about," Chad asked. 


"| don't know. Up the coast north.. | come from over there, where waters are cooler. When | became of age and needed to go on my own, | 


swam to the South. | heard waters were warmer. It's so nice down here." 


"When was that?" 


John shrugged. 


"| don't know. A while ago." 


Chad chuckled. It was funny talking to John who could express himself very well but had no concept of normal human things like time and 
places, or soup and bread. 


John leaned forward, crossing his arms on the edge of the cask again and resting his chin on it. He looked Chad straight in the eyes. 


"Can you just get a net out in the water and bring up fresh seaweed? Please?" 


Chad felt his knees go weak. How could he say no to those beautiful eyes? 


"Pll. [ll see what | can do." 


An hour later, Chad was back. After a few pitiful attempts at catching seaweed, he had dragged two more experienced crew members who 
had helped him with the net and he had finally brought back a bucket worth of various leafy things. They were green and brown and Chad 


could not imagine how anyone could eat that but a mermaid was partially a fish, so yeah. 


Chad brought the bucket to John 


"That's all we got for now." 


John's face lit up the moment he saw and smelled what was in the bucket. He smiled widely and plunged his hands in it, bringing a fistful of 
seaweed to his mouth. 


And just like that, watching the mermaid happily chew on seagrass, Chad had already forgotten the pain it had been to go and get the stuff 
in the first place. 


John eventually slowed down and stopped after he had eaten quite a portion from the bucket. 


"Its very good. Thank you!" 


"Glad you like it” 


"You want to try?" 


"No, thanks. I'll stick to soup and bread, you keep your seaweed." 


John was already digging back into the bucket, obviously in total agreement with Chad. 


"Will you still eat fish after you'll finish all this?" 


"Please, yes!" 


"Okay... So I'll come back later.” 


As promised, Chad had brought John some fish and other sea creatures they would normally not eat and throw back in the ocean. John didn't 
seem picky. As long as it was freshly caught, it was fine with him. Chad was even a little weirded out by the fact that John seemed to bite 
through shells as if it were crunchy treats. The mermaid's teeth looked like normal human teeth but they were obviously way sharper and 
stronger than human ones, not to mention that it was obvious his stomach would digest things a human would never attempt to swallow. 


Chad finished his day with his usual round late at night, and passed by once more before going back to the sleeping quarters. 


"So | guess we will do the same tomorrow, right? I'll get some seaweed early in the morning and then later you'll get the fish.” 


As Chad was getting ready to leave, John grabbed his arm. 


"Wait 


"What?" 


"You're going to sleep now?" 


"Yeah. You should too." 


John pulled on his iron collar, a subtle reminder to Chad he had told him already it was hurting him. 


"Try to sleep in a different position, okay?" 


"But... l'm bored. I've been in this thing here last night and all day and.. What next? Why can't | leave?" 


"Don't start again," Chad said with an irritated voice. 


"Start what?" 


".. Nothing, John. It's me." 


"Chad, can you stay here a little longer?" 


"Why?" 


".. Because | like to talk with you." 


A little voice at the back of Chad's mind was telling him to say no and get back to his quarters. Just like Dave had told him earlier, there 
was no need to get attached to the guy, or the mermaid, or both of them. That was easier said than done though. John was friendly and liked 


Chad's company, in a way that was very different from the other people on the ship. Sure Chad had friends among the crew, but it was not 
the same. 


"| don't know why you say that." 


"You're trying to help me. | see it," John replied 


Chad bit his tongue. 


"Tell me about the ship and what you do here, would you?" 


And just like that, Chad forgot he was a bit tired and stayed for several hours down in the cargo, talking to John about his life aboard The 
Phantasm, and also before that, when he was working on shipyards. 


John had fallen asleep at some point. When Chad noticed he got up from the boxes he was sitting on and made his way out, but not without 
giving John's sleeping silhouette - his head resting on the side of the cask and his fish tail poking out of the water - a last look. 


Every day, John and Chad were both looking forward to their nighttime chat. They had not needed to tell each other. They both knew they 
liked that moment. 


Dave had noticed the new routine as well, after a few days. He had not said anything about the seaweed breakfast but now it had been five 
nights that he had noticed Chad was down in the cargo area most of the evening for several hours, not emerging till well into the night, to 
finally go to sleep in his quarters. 


Dave himself had gone down there to check on the mermaid every other day, with or without Chad. The Captain was never staying long and 
he had been keeping his distances, on purpose. He was way more cautious than Chad was, maybe because deep down he believed in old folks 
tales and was a bit superstitious. Anyway, he was glad to see the creature was alive and doing fine, which was all he needed. 


Dave's days had been filled with various jobs, including a lot of work on a couple of the sails. He was not the ship repairman but he liked that 
kind of activity and he would spend a good part of his day with the guys who were repairing and replacing some of the sails. He would 
probably not be able to do it himself fully after that but as with everything that was going on with the ship, Dave had always wanted to see 
it and participate to a point. If he had to manage the ship and the crew, he wanted to know about everything and to be able to catch it if 
someone was trying to bullshit him when it came to repairs or issues. 


In the end, Dave mainly trusted himself. Sure he trusted Chad and Eric, and Stephen, but even with those three men, it was only to a point. 
Strangely enough, the man who he had been closest with, Chad, was also the one he had doubts about now. Maybe because he exactly knew 
how Chad was thinking and functioning. 


After one week, and as they were only 3 nights away from reaching Sandberg, Dave decided to have a chat with Chad. 


He was waiting for him on the main deck in the middle of the night. By now, he knew more or less at what time Chad would sneak back inside, 


to the crew's sleeping quarters. As Chad walked past the top mast, Dave made his presence known, 


"Getting some fresh air tonight?," Dave said innocently. 


Chad was startled by the voice he heard coming from nowhere. He had recognized it was Dave, but he had not seen him coming. 


"Jesus, Dave.. You scared me." 


"Really? I'm so sorry." 


"What are you doing up and out here yourself, in the middle of the night? Getting some fresh air too, huh?" 


"Drop the act, Chad. | know you're just coming up from your little nighttime conversation with the mermaid, just like you did every other 
night this past week." 


Chad was slightly caught off guard. He didn't deny but didn't say anything either. 


"You're spying on me?" 


"Spying is a big word. You're on my ship. | see what's going on. | know you.. It's pretty easy to put the info together.” 


"So?.. He's an interesting person" 


"Sure. And | guess you'll be compiling a little book later on. ‘My conversations with John the mermaid ? Planning to enlighten the world with 


sea creature wisdom?" 


"What's the problem?" 


"I know you too well, Chad. | can see you have a soft spot for him. In three nights, we're docking in Sandberg and he's gone. | don't want you 
to be all worked up about it for weeks after we've sold him: 


<i>Selling him.</i> 


The phrase rubbed Chad the wrong way. 


"| know what is planned. Can | not enjoy his stories and all that till then?" 


Dave crossed his arms. 


"You should not. In case you don't know or don't want to admit it, you're the kind that gets too attached, quickly." 


Chad walked up to Dave. There was nobody around and they were keeping their voices low. Still he had a quick glance around before continuing. 


"Are we still talking about me and John or are we talking about you and me?" 


"Don't get there, Chad. I'm talking about the present." 


"Yeah well, maybe | don't want to talk about the present or John with you. And maybe | would like to talk about us, at least once, to get what 
| did, so | know why you discarded me." 


"Fuck this, First Mate. Stop this with John, I'm telling you for your own good." 


"Oh yeah? Because you care about me and my feelings now?" 


Dave turned around, and started to walk away. 


"Its so easy for you to just deny whatever happened. | can't believe this. Well, it's not like that for me," Chad said. "Even now, six years later, 
okay? So what?" 


Dave stopped and for a moment, Chad hoped he would walk back and finally talk to him. Unfortunately, Dave resumed his exit, and walked 
away. He disappeared around the corner of the upper deck. 


The following morning, Dave went to get his own breakfast tray and tea in the kitchen. He didn't want to see Chad. It was enough to interact 
with him for work, especially if there were other people around. The previous night's confrontation had led to nothing, except stirring old 
feelings on Chad's side, and reviving some of Dave's own frustrations at his First Mate. 


Dave just hoped it would be over and the dust would settle down again after the mermaid would be gone and they'd be back at sea At this 
point, he was really hoping he'd make real good money out of the creature, for all the trouble and turmoil he was causing indirectly. 


Two days later, in the morning, Eric gave Dave the good news he was expecting. 


"We should be arriving at the harbour early in the morning, just after dawn. The wind is good and this is not a hard access path now, so the 
next 24 hours should be smooth sailing, literally.” 


"Okay, that's perfect," Dave replied. "Auctions start midday so we'll have time to get ready conveniently.” 


While Dave and Eric were talking about their arrival, down in the cargo area, Chad was visiting John to bring him his bucket of seaweed. 


"Where are we arriving?," John asked out of the blue. 


"What?" 


Chad was surprised John mentioned an arrival since he had not said anything to him, as ordered. 


"There were people from your crew down here earlier. They moved boxes and crates over there. | heard them say they were impatient to 


arrive tomorrow and get off the ship." 


"Oh... That..." 


Chad was just trying to buy time. What could he say? 


"When your Captain came to see me the first day, he said we had to sail for more days. Is that it now? Am | going to be released finally?" 


"l. l'm not sure. | can go ask the Captain what his plans are." 


John put his hand on Chad's when he passed him the bucket. 


"You look sad, Chad. What happened?" 


"What do you mean? l'm okay.” 


"| don't know. You look sad today, and the last couple of days. Like something happened a few nights ago." 


Chad looked away. Nothing had happened, except for the confrontation with Dave in the middle of the night. Was it what John was referring 
to? Had Chad unconsciously behaved differently with John now or could John somehow sense all the emotions and turmoil that had 
resurfaced within him? 


"Nothing happened... It's just..." 


"What?" 


Chad looked at John Despite the boredom and the misery, and probably still the fear of not understanding what was going to happen to him 
and where he was heading to, John was kind to him. 


The first couple of nights, they had had long conversations. Chad had spoken most of the time, but after two nights, Chad and John had 
switched roles and it had been Chad asking John about his life under the sea and about being a mermaid. Chad loved the stories John had, and 
he loved just as much getting lost into his shimmering blue green eyes when he was talking about anything. 


"Have you ever felt like you've made a mistake? A big mistake a long time ago and now.. Now you realise it but you're too much of a coward 
to make any change?" 


John smiled at Chad. 


"No. But | don't see why you say you're a coward. You're not. You're a good man and you're strong. You can change things if you've made a 


mistake. It's okay." 


"You don't understand. It's.. My life. My whole life here. l.. | should not be here anymore." 


John tilted his head to the side. He didn't understand what Chad was referring to, but he could clearly see that Chad was in the middle of a 
big internal struggle. 


"When you first told me about your life on this ship and why you chose it, you said it was all about being free. Free to go anywhere, free to 
do how you please.. Are you not free to leave if you don't want to be here anymore?" 


Chad shrugged. 


"In a sense.. | can leave. | mean, | know | can leave. But.. I'm not sure | should, you see? It will not change the past if | leave but.. Maybe | can 


be free again" 


"Then you should leave. If | could leave, | would do that, and be free again" 


Chad saw John's hand gripping at the chain connecting his neck collar to the wall hook. What kind of world-class idiot was he to talk about 
freedom to John, who was their prisoner??? 


"Fuck... | didn't even think.. l'm so stupid to have said this to you. Like this. |." 


"You didn't mean to hurt me?" 


Chad still felt like shit for what he had just said. 


"No, | didn't. | would never want to hurt you. | would do anything to... I've tried to make it better for you here." 


"I know. And you did” 


Chad looked away, then back at John. 


"L am a coward. It's not only about my past and what | chose to do or not back then It's also about now. Like... | don't think it's right what 
we've done with you. After the first time we spoke... l.. | never thought it was fine. But | let the Captain continue and.. You don't discuss 
orders, you know? Like | told you, he rules the ship, he has our best interests in mind. It has to be like this, or it doesn't work but... | don't 


agree." 


"So what happens when someone disagrees with the captain?" 


Chad laughed a little. 


"Well.. Depends how big the disagreement is but if its a major thing, usually, that someone gets killed, by the captain Or the person leaves, 
and if they get lucky, nobody goes after them." 


"And so they're free?," John asked candidly. 


Chad smiled. 


"Yeah." 


"You should leave then | don't know how major the issue is but you don't want to get killed fighting against your captain" 


It seemed so easy and logical when he was listening to John The mermaid's voice was soothing and soft. 


"If | leave, I'm not leaving you behind. You're leaving with me." 


The words had come out of Chad's mouth so naturally, even if it was a crazy thing to say. 


John frowned, not understanding. 


"| will free you and throw you back in the sea, then | will leave. We will both be free." 


John tried not to get too excited about what he had just heard but a smile lightened up his face and his eyes seemed to glow. 


"Would you help me escape?" 


"L will" 


" How?" 


"It has to be at night, and tonight, before we arrive in Sandberg." 


"What is Sandberg?" 


"The harbour and the city we are going to dock at. We'll be there tomorrow at dawn." 


"But how are you going to free me from this?," John said as he pulled on the chain 


"| used to pick locks as a kid. Like | said.. | was a coward just following orders blindly. | could have probably tried one week ago and set you 
free then" 


John didn't say anything about that. Chad didn't know why John was so forgiving and not throw it in his face that he should have let him free 


much earlier. 


"And what about you? | can swim away fast but how will you escape this ship?" 


"An escape canoe and my hope that these old arms still have enough muscles to make me row for a few hours, till | find a good spot to hide 
for a bit. OF course, it's hard and dangerous in the night since | won't see where | am. | would go towards rocky spots because it's better to 


hide away but you can easily crash or damage your boat approaching them." 


John nodded slowly, as if he was thinking about what Chad had just explained. 


"Because you don't see in the night?" 


"Yep, that darkness of the night thing. Not helpful." 


"L can help," John stated, very calmly. 


"What do you mean?" 


"| see in the dark. | can swim in front of you. | will show you the way till you get to a good spot." 


Chad blinked a couple of times. 


"You can see in the dark?" 


"Yes, it's very dark deep down in the sea We need to see.” 


"No shit? That's practical.. | hope | won't lose sight of you but.. | guess that yeah, if you can show me a way that's rock free, it might work" 


"You won't have a hard time following me at night. You'll see." 


John smiled brightly and Chad had no idea why but at this point, he didn't really care. 


The escape canoe was a no-brainer. One was always ready to go at the back of the ship, in case of emergency for leaving the ship or 
rescuing a man at sea He could carry John and run to the back of the ship, on the lower deck, and throw him into the sea from there and 


then lower the canoe and climb down the ladder till he was just a couple of feet above water and that was it. It would not be too noisy, he 
hoped. There were always a few men out on watch at night but he knew where they were posted. He could avoid them. The only difficult part 
was actually making sure he could pick the lock of John's collar. He wouldn't have the time and strength to try to cut the chain with a saw, 
not to mention it would be way too noisy and noticeable. 


"| need to get back upstairs," Chad said. "Ill come back later anyway, to bring you some fish. In the meantime, | need to make sure everything 
will work out for tonight." 


Chad hurried back up the stairs and ran to his sleeping quarters. He didn't have much belongings but even not much would be too much to 
take with him. He had to be fast and light, not only to escape but also for afterwards, when he would be in the small boat alone rowing. All 
he would take with him was his pistol and a knife, his pocket compass and his savings. He didn't have a lot of money since he was a bit of a 
big spender. Whenever they had a day or two onshore, he'd indulge in too much food and drinks at local inns, spend stupid money on bets and 
games or prostitutes.. Not that money would matter for the first few days, when he would be alone at sea, but if he made it to the shore 
safely, when he'd be back on land, money would be the first thing he would need. 


Now was not the time to sit and reflect on his life and poor choices. He would have plenty of time to do that, hopefully, when sitting in his 
boat and hiding, after he was far away from the ship. 


The rest of the day passed in a bit of a blur for Chad. It went too fast and too slowly at the same time. 


He had barely time to do his daily tasks and rounds and also check that the escape canoe was where it should be and the access to it was 
functional, with ropes in working order and gears that didn't creak too much. When one of the other crewmen saw him fumble with the 
ladder and lower it, they asked him what he was doing. 


"Someone's got to make sure things work around here, what do you guys think? That maintenance fairies come at night to clean the rust and 
put oil in the gears of this ship?" 


"Jeez, First Mate, no need to bite. | was just asking.. We never use that thing anyway." 


"Exactly. So we don't know if it works." 


"Yeah, well, maybe we talk about things we use instead? Can you come and help us repair the window frame that's broken in the navigation 
room? We need strong hands to tear out the old frame." 


"Aye, aye! l'Il be right there in a minutel," Chad yelled. 


As he went to help his mates with the window repair, Chad mentally checked boxes in his to-do list. He had his money safely tucked in the 
inner pocket of his jacket, the old one, not the nice one he would normally wear when they would get off the ship. He was not wearing it now 


but he would tonight. Nobody would find it strange if they saw it wear it while he was out since it was pretty cool at night. 


He had checked that the small boat was where it was supposed to be and that the ladder to access it was in working order. 


After he was done repairing the window, Chad passed by the kitchen to get a bucket of seaweed and other shells that John would eat. 
Michael, the cook, looked into what was in the bucket as Chad passed by him on his way out. 


"You should ask the mermaid to make you test some of these,” the cook said. "Maybe there's other things we could cook and eat too." 


"He eats the shell of the seashell. What do you think he knows about what we humans could eat and digest?" 


Michael shrugged. 


"| don't know. Somebody could try the soft bits inside the shells." 


"Well, it ain't gonna be mel," Chad yelled back. "I'll stick to fish and shrimp!" 


Chad brought John his lunch. As everyday, he had to contain a smile when he saw how much gusto John had when devouring all he had 
brought him. 


"Okay, so | checked at the back of the ship and the canoe is there," Chad said to John, keeping his voice low. "I think | got the best path to go 
there without being seen. The only thing that's more tricky is getting out of here with you without being seen. If they see me, it's okay, but 
if they see me carrying you, that's the problem" 


John kept on munching as he listened to what Chad was saying. 


"And then, the lock of your collar." 


Chad walked up closer to the cask to check the lock on John's collar. 


"| have these..." 


Chad showed John a set of little metal tools that had different tips. Some were pointy, some had indentations, some looked like mini fishing 
hooks. 


"I was thinking | can try now, okay? See if it unlocks and." 


Chad interrupted himself and shut up. He took a few steps back since he had heard footsteps on the stairs leading to the storage space. 


"What's for lunch today?,” Dave asked. 


Chad felt a few drops of sweat trickle down his spine when he saw it was the Captain 


"Same as the other days. Seaweed and the other things we don't eat that got caught in the net" 


Dave gave a look at the bucket content, not looking very impressed. 


John stopped eating. 


"You can continue, please," he told the mermaid, then he turned towards Chad. "But why do you need to stay here while he has lunch? Making 
sure he finishes his plate?" 


"| was just leaving," Chad said dismissively. 


"Good, then come up to my quarters. | need you for something," 


Dave headed out but gave a look back, to make sure Chad was following. Chad only had time to exchange a knowing look with John before 


leaving. 


"| swear, it's like you're infatuated with this creature," Dave said as they walked to his quarters. 


"What?" 


"The amount of time you spend with him is odd. Just in case you haven't noticed, we all have." 


"We? Who is we?" 


"The crew, First Mate. You're babysitting him every moment you have." 


"lm not." 


"| told you to stay away from him. What good does it make to befriend him? Tomorrow, he's gone. I'd rather have you spend your free time 
teaching the new recruits how to repair things around this ship." 


"| do that too." 


The two men had arrived in the Captain's quarter. 


"Over there," Dave gestured towards a large dresser with glass doors on the upper part. "Something fell behind and | cannot reach it. | need 
to move it off the wall but it's too heavy for me alone." 


Chad sighed. There used to be a time when Dave would call him to his quarters for a quickie. Now all Dave wanted from him was a hand for 
menial tasks. 


Dave went to one side of the dresser, Chad to the other. With the two of them, it was not too hard to move the piece of furniture. Dave 


knelt down and retrieved the round lid of a small box. 


"It felt and rolled under all the way to the back, of course. | couldn't reach it from the front," Dave felt obliged to explain 


Dave put the lid back on the box and then helped Chad push the dresser back in its place. 


When Chad was done helping him, his eyes landed on a colourful framed butterfly. Most of the bugs and butterflies or moths that the 
captain was collecting were hanging on the walls of his cabin The dresser contained cups and glasses, maps, papers and a few books, and 
other personal things, as well as this single butterfly. Chad had not noticed before it was in there. Why was it not hanging with the other 
specimens? Somehow, Chad knew why but he still had to ask. 


"Why do you keep it in there?" 


Dave was looking at something else on his desk. He looked up to check what Chad was talking about: 


"Sorry?" 


Chad pointed at the framed butterfly tucked behind some cups, on one of the dresser shelves. 


"Oh, that one... Its too colourful. It doesn't go with the others." 


Chad shook his head. 


"Its the one | bought you at that market. When was it? ... It was at the beginning, when we were.. 


"| know," Dave cut in. 


"What the fuck did | ever do to you, Dave?" 


"It has nothing to do with you. | told you, the colours are too bold All the others are black and green and yellow. Or blue." 


"You think I'm stupid? It has everything to do with me." 


"Is a fucking framed butterfly, Chad" 


"Yeah.. One you used to love. It was hanging above your bed. | remember" 


"| redecorated. Now get out of here." 


Chad bit his tongue. He so wanted to keep on going and try to make Dave admit that.. that what? That he didn't have any feelings for him? 
That he never had? That he now despised him? Chad walked out and closed the door with a bit too much force behind him. 


Dave stood in front of the dresser, his eyes on the framed red and orange butterfly. Big and bold and colourful.. Just like Chad. 


"Ht would have never worked..," Dave said to himself. 


If Chad had any remaining hesitation and guilt about leaving the ship and its captain, that last little moment between him and Dave had made 
it all vanish. Chad had realized that he had to accept he would never totally understand Dave nor what had happened between them, or in 
Dave's mind. Why had he just turned so cold? Why did he behave like what they had had basically never happened and it had meant nothing? 


Chad decided to stop thinking about it. Being worried and emotional about Dave had kept him on the ship for years. He was fed up with it. He 
wanted to be free and far away from all this. The last ten days, whenever he had been sitting and talking with John in the cargo area, he had 
felt freer and more at peace than in the last few years on this ship, roaming around the sea and hoping that Dave would have a change of 


heart. 


Chad stopped for a moment to contemplate the calm sea Maybe the rumours about Dave had some truth in them. If Dave's blood had 
turned black from all the ink of his tattoos, it might have turned his heart black too. 
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Chad went about the rest of his day till dinner. He had a chat with Stephen while eating a bit aside from the rest of the crew. Stephen was 
easy to talk to and at least it had been a pleasant meal. Oddly enough, even if he knew that this would probably be the last time he'd speak 
with him, or hear some jokes or teasing from Eric, Chad didn't have any doubt. Not anymore. His time onboard the Phantasm had come to an 


end. 


That evening, like the others before, Chad went for a walk around the ship before making his way down to where the mermaid was held 
prisoner. Chad going to the cargo area for a chat with the mermaid in the evening might have been the latest joke around the crew but at 


least it was a perfect cover up. 


"tm sorry for earlier, John," Chad said first. 


John had understood he was referring to him leaving when Dave had come to check on him. 


"Hts ok” 


Chad didn't say anything else. He approached and took his lock picking tool kit and started to work on the lock that was placed on the collar 
around John's neck. John's long locks were a bit in the way. Chad gathered them and pushed them to the other side of his neck. As he did so, 
the same intoxicating smell of sand and sea salt tickled his nose. Chad tried not to get distracted - John did smell like a tropical beach - and 
he continued to work on the lock. John was staying very still and not asking questions, maybe sensing that Chad was nervous and it wouldn't 
help to talk. 


The first three picks he tried with were useless. The fourth one almost did the job at first. He had to fumble with a second tool for a while 
but eventually, he heard the click he wanted. 


The lock opened and Chad removed it from the two buckles that were forged into the collar sides. The collar easily opened and he took it off 


John's neck. 


John smiled brightly. He felt around his neck, where it was a little sore. The skin there was a little scratched from the metal rubbing against 
his skin. 


"l'm feeling free already," John said. 


"Shh... Don't jinx it" 


"What's jinx it?" 


"tll tell you later. If you don't know what it means, you won't jinx it," Chad said to him with a wink. 


John didn't understand but he trusted Chad. He had started to trust him after he had brought him the cask with sea water and from then 
on, his trust had only grown. And now that Chad had unchained him, of course he trusted him fully. 


"What do we do now?," John asked. 


Chad went to grab a dark blanket and put it on the floor. 


"| will wrap you in this and carry you over my shoulder to the back deck. If people see me, | will tell them I'm going up for a bit on the top 
deck and need something to keep me warm." 


"Okay." 


Chad picked up John Just like the last time, he wondered how the mermaid could be so light while he was basically the height of a normal 
human and his tail looked like a bunch of muscles that should weigh a lot. 


"You'll have to keep your tail tucked in It cannot stick out" 


John smiled as Chad knelt down and lay him on the blanket. Even if he was nervous and a bit in a hurry, he still managed to handle John in a 
very gentle way. For a moment, he hovered above the mermaid, his eyes looking into John's for too long. 


"Okay... Huh... Fold your tail," 


Chad stood up and waited for John to do so. John held the tip of his tail fin in his hands, to make sure it would stay in place. 


"Good. Let's do this. We're leaving this ship," Chad said before folding the blanket sides over John and covering him fully. 


He picked up his precious package and walked up the stairs, praying to the stars that Dave would not be walking around, and nobody would be 
seeing him, or if they did, that they wouldn't ask any questions. 


Maybe it was the prayer to the stars, or John was like a supercharged rabbit paw and he brought him some very much needed good luck 
As Chad made his way towards the back of the ship, he encountered nobody. He saw the silhouette of one of the crewmen on watch, but he 
had his back to them. Chad hurried and arrived towards the back of the ship. He felt elated. At this point, even if he would get caught, he 
would have saved John, and strangely, that had become the most important thing. 


Chad quickly put the blanket at his feet and unfolded it. He grabbed John up and held him in his arms. 


"We made it," he whispered. "I'll throw you in the water, then | will get in the boat" 


John threw his arms around Chad and nuzzled the side of his neck before pulling back. 


"Thank you, Chad. When you get in the water, | will be the one helping you." 


Chad went to the edge of the deck and leaned over the rail. He moved John on the other side of the railing, tilting him head down first. As he 
threw him, he felt John's body and muscles tense up and propel him forward. It took only a second and John was in the water, in the wake of 
the ship, which made it impossible for anyone to see that something or someone had dived in there. For a moment, Chad worried that maybe 
the water was moving too much and it would disorient John. Unfortunately, he would not know and he didn't have time to stay there and 
watch. He made his way a few feet to the left and then started to climb down the ladder, which he had not pulled back up fully after he 


checked it earlier that day, since he knew he would need to use it again. 


At least for now, nobody would see him, unless they would bend over and try to see what was going on at the back of the ship but why 
would anyone do that? 


Chad fumbled a bit more than foreseen with the ropes to free the canoe. Good thing he had thought about taking his knife with him. 
Eventually he managed and the canoe slid down till it reached the water surface. Chad managed to jump into it more or less gracefully. At 
least, it didn't tilt to the side. Chad grabbed the oars and got to work. It was difficult with the water being disturbed and having to try to 
row away in the opposite direction of the ship. At first, Chad panicked a bit and thought he would not manage to go against the wake of the 
ship but as the ship continued to advance in one direction, his efforts to row in the other, which first just made him stay on the spot, finally 
made him move. It might have been only ten or twenty minutes but it felt like hours to Chad When he saw he was moving, he felt better 
but then his mind went right back to his main worry. Was John okay? Had he managed to swim away? Chad hoped he had not gotten hurt as 
he had been thrown into the water. 


The moon was full and Chad looked around. Despite the silver light from the moon, all he could see was darkness. There was barely a line he 
could distinguish between the far horizon and the sea He didn't dare to scream John's name and call for him. The ship was not far yet. What 
if someone heard him? And also, John was under water, he would probably not hear him, right? 


There were so many little details and things like that he had not thought about before planning this escape. 


Chad continued to row in the direction opposite to the ship's course. He was far away from any coast or rocks, he didn't need to worry about 
not seeing where he was going. The only thing he needed to worry about was to get away from the ship as soon and as far as possible. 


Chad even started to think that maybe John had left. After all, he wouldn't have been angry at him. They had taken him prisoner, Chad had 
freed him. He had only made it right. John didn't owe him anything. Whatever he had said, like helping him escape now they were at sea, 
maybe they were just words. Still.. 


Chad was not angry. He was sad. He wished he would see John again and told him some things. Things he wasn't sure about but he wanted to 
say to him. Now what if the mermaid had really left for good? He would never have the opportunity. 


As Chad was rowing, he started to notice something strange in the distance. Something that seemed to move under the water surface and 
come in his direction He couldn't see well. It was blueish and seemed to shine. It was not a bright light but more of a subtle glow. Chad's eyes 
were staring at the longish shape whose colours now seemed to change to light blue or silver and then purple. What kind of weird jellyfish 


or..? 


"Chad.. You made it..." 


John's head popped out of the water, ahead of the weird colourful glow which Chad had spotted. 


"What the..? Something's therel," Chad stated as he pointed behind John. "Behind you!" 


John looked behind him and then back at Chad. 


"What?" 


A good part of John's tail and its fin poked out of the water and splashed over the surface, scintillating a myriad of blue, silver and purple 


scales. 


"You mean that?," John smiled. 


"Wow.. What's going on?" 


"Its the moon. | knew it would be a full moon tonight. That's why | told you you didn't have to worry how you would follow me. | knew you'd 
see me in the dark" 


Chad still looked very confused. First of all, it was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen. But then, how was John doing that? 


"But how..? How do you make it glow?" 


John shook his head and laughed, as he splashed his tail playfully. 


"| don't do anything. [ts the moonlight. It reflects on our scales and some of us have this glow appearing on their tails.” 


John swam closer to the small boat. 


"| will swim ahead of you, okay? If | see you don't follow, | will swim slower." 


". Yeah" 


Chad was still a little starstruck at how beautiful Johr's tail looked in the night, under the moon. It would have been the perfect moment and 
place to try to tell him something he really wanted to, except that he was on the run and he needed to get away fast. Hopefully he would 


have time later. 


Dave had woken up with the sun, as he did most days. His first thoughts went to the program of the day. He had a busy agenda with their 
arrival in Sandberg and taking care of selling the slaves and the mermaid. Hopefully that would go quickly, though he knew selling exotic pets 
or slaves was a bit of a longer process just for registration and then buyers were typically taking their time looking around and bargaining 
prices. In the end, it was all worth it, obviously, but it would take most of the day. 


Dave hoped he would still have enough time to go around town and take a bit of a walk and explore in the evening. He knew the place. It was a 
nice city. Probably stopping by a tavern or an inn for a few beers and a rice big meal with something other than fish on the menu, maybe a 
stop by the public bathhouse for a steam bath.. It would be a good day. Just what he needed. Life had not been particularly difficult these 
last few weeks, except for the fact that each interaction he had had with his First Mate seemed to have become more and more tense. It 
was weird since they had managed to remain cordial in the last few years. It was only recently, very recently.. Since Chad had been in charge 
of the mermaid.. Dave sighed as he got out of bed and stretched. 


Chad had always been a softie who could not refrain his affection Sure he played tough and he looked big and a little rough, but deep inside, 
he was too kind for his own good. 


Dave remembered when he first saw him and hired him to work on his ship. It had taken a few months till Dave had eventually decided that 
while it was probably not a good idea to try to hook up with your second in command, he still had given it a try. And oh boy, Chad had been 
an easy target to seduce and take to his bed. 


Dave had been attracted to Chad's bad boys look. How tall and broad he was.. Yet, he had felt right away that Chad was not mean or 


dangerous and he would be safe with him. It was a perfect way to relax to let Chad take control when they were in private. 


For Dave, it had always been a way to cope with stress and the pressure of life as a Captain of a pirate ship. Nobody to rely on or to trust 
anywhere in the world or at sea, except your crew mate, and even among them, Dave only trusted a handful of men. 


He had never wanted to manipulate Chad or led him on but Chad could not keep it casual. He was getting more and more affectionate, even 
outside of their hook up times. Dave detected jealousy about what he was doing when he was not with Chad. 


You get older and wiser fast when you live life on the rogue. Dave and Chad had both aged and grown but in two totally different directions. 


Dave could have pictured Chad retiring in a few years and settling down in a medium size harbour town, with a small repair business or shop 
selling whatever, having a family and living his life simply. 


Dave had become a highly successful pirate that inspired fear. He would have lied if he had said he didn't enjoy the status. He could see his 
life continue for many years the same way, but on a wider scale. The oceans were wide and he had roamed around this part of the world for 


long enough. He wanted to travel far away, see those new places and continents he had read about in books, maybe discover some islands 
himself. Who knew what there would be out there to see or get his hands on? Treasures, strange animals or flowers, people who looked 
different.. He didn't need a companion that coddled him during all that. He needed a partner in crime to enjoy the moment and look forward to 


more. 


Dave was done refreshing himself. The little corner of his quarter that was set up with a water basin and a mirror was a nice touch for 
some privacy. He was not fussy and would use the common bathing area with the rest of the guys when he needed to but when he just 
needed to freshen up, it was perfect and a bit of a luxury he enjoyed. After all, he was the Captain He deserved those little luxuries. 


He made his way out and got some tea from the kitchen. The air smelled different, he noticed. They were very close to the coast. Eric, the 
navigator, had calculated right, as usual. They would be at the harbour in one hour or so. 


Dave went to the navigation room to check with Eric for the latest estimation of arrival and discuss the agenda of the day, then he walked 
around the main deck, looking for Chad. 


When he couldn't find him, after he also went down to the sleeping quarters, just in case the guy had overslept, he walked back outside and 
stopped by Stephen's infirmary. 


"No, | haven't seen him," Stephen said. 


"Where the hell is he now?" 


"Probably chatting with his fish friend - again" 


"Right. 


Dave shook his head and left. That actually made sense. Chad knew they were arriving this morning so he was probably feeling sad already 
and saying goodbyes and whatnot. 


The first thing Dave saw when he arrived in the cargo area was the empty cask. All the times he had gone there to check on their exotic 
prisoner, he had seen the mermaid from the torso up. The cask was big but not enough for the creature to be fully submerged. Dave didn't 
see anyone poking out of the cask. He rushed closer and saw it was empty, save for the water. Next thing he saw was the iron collar lying on 


the floor, open. 


"Bloody hell..," Dave let out. 


Dave turned around and immediately looked into the storage area. The mermaid could switch its tail and grow legs so he could have walked 
somewhere. It didn't explain how he had opened his collar but maybe it was still there, just hiding. 


After looking for a few minutes and being unsuccessful, Dave gave up. It made no sense. If the mermaid had managed to open its collar - but 
how??? - and walked away, it wouldn't have stayed on board. He would have gone up on the deck and jumped into the sea. 


Chad was going to hear from him now. What was he doing while he was supposed to keep an eye on him?!? 


"Chadl," Dave yelled as he ran up the stairs to emerge on the deck. "Where the hell are youl?" 


The rest of the crew quickly gathered that something was wrong when they saw their captain run around the ship looking furious and yelling 
for Chad. Dave ordered a few of them to look for him as well. 


"Search for him now! Anywhere! Check all the places on this ship!" 


Dave suddenly stopped, as he was on the upper deck and scanned around. 


Was it possible that Chad had seen the mermaid had escaped and he was hiding now, since he knew Dave would be furious? 


Eric had stepped out of his cabin to see what had just happened when he heard the commotion and saw several crewmen going around 


frantically. 


"What's going on?," he asked one of the men. 


"The Captain's looking for Chad. We can't find him." 


Eric went around as well but not in search of Chad. He was looking for the Captain and found him in the sleeping quarters, checking Chad's 


bunk area. 


"What's happening? Is he missing?” Eric asked with a worried tone. 


Dave looked at Eric. The Navigator could see the fury in Dave's eyes. 


"The mermaid has escaped and Chad is fucking gone." 


Dave didn't need to yell. The way he said it told Eric everything he needed to know. 


"How come? The mermaid escaped?" 


Dave kicked the chest that was by Chad's bunk. He quickly searched it. 


"His pistol is gone.. There's no money anywhere either. Not that he had much | think but... 


Eric caught the Captain's train of thoughts and put two and two together fast: 


"You think he..?" 


"Fuck yeah, | think he did it. And this fucking coward abandoned ship as well, of course. He could not face me after doing that!" 


"Oh, shit..." 


Dave gave the opened chest a last kick and then stormed out of the sleeping quarters. Eric followed him. They didn't say anything till they 


arrived at his quarters, where one of the crewmen was waiting for him in front of his door. 


"Captain! The mermaid is gone! | was down in cargo to check for... 


"I know! | asked you to look for our First Matel Not the mermaid!" Dave yelled before pushing the man away and getting inside. 


Eric gave the man a tap on the shoulder as if he apologised on behalf of the Captain. He followed Dave inside and closed the door. 


"That's crazy. Why would he do this? Why would he not wait till we were in Sandberg if he wanted to sneak out?" 


"Why?! Because of the fucking mermaid! | should have known.. | should have seen something was off with Chad.” 


"Listen, how could you know he'd leave? How did he leave???" 


"He probably took one of the escape boats.. How else?" 


Dave had not even checked that or been told that one of their escape boats was missing but it was the only logical step for anyone who 


needed to leave a ship and have a chance of survival when they were at sea. 


"But what does it have to do with the mermaid? | don't get it," Eric said. 


The Navigator was clever and he had seen as well how much time Chad had been spending every evening with the creature, allegedly. Eric 
was also not a fan of gossip and whatever the crew was talking about didn't matter to him much. So what if Chad was curious and had found 
a new hobby and chat buddy with the mermaid? Chad could talk a lot. The mermaid was stuck here. It made sense Chad would talk to him. 
The poor thing could not escape - that is, in theory. Now obviously, everything he had thought was probably wrong. 


"So you think he freed the mermaid and escaped? With the mermaid?" 


"| don't know about that but yeah, he let the creature free." 


"He had the key to the lock?" 


Dave showed Eric a key hanging from one of his neck chains. 


"No, | have it. There's just one key.” 


"Then how is it possible?" 


"That guy is craftier than you think, Navigator. He probably picked the lock. He's patient and cunning. Even if it took him one hour, he would 
have done it. He probably planned to leave for a while and he saw an opportunity to stick it up to me. He knew | counted on the money the 
creature would make. We could have financed that long trip across the Pacific with that. Fuck!" 


"Hey... Calm down" 


Eric put his hand on Dave's shoulder. Dave immediately shoved him away. 


"Don't tell me what to do or how to behave!" 


Eric backed off a few steps. 


"Alright. Sorry, Captain." 


Dave banged his fist on his desk and looked through the window in front of it. The silence was heavy. 


"Listen, | will go tell the crew to stop searching. If we think he's gone.. It's pointless, right? They should be at their post and do their job. We'll 
be in the harbour in less than an hour. We need to get ready to unload and all that." 


Dave was only half listening to Eric but he knew that whatever Eric was saying made sense. 


"Yeah, okay. Do that." 


Eric nodded and left. He had barely closed the door behind him when he heard a loud thump followed by a series of curses. He sighed. This 
would be a long day. 


Author's Notes: 
Introducing one new important character to the story.. 


Dave's sour mood had only vaguely improved after he had managed to sell off his other captives. At least the petite woman with the long 
blond hair had been a hit and he had managed to get a better price for her than anticipated. Bargaining was a skill but you had to be a litle 
lucky too. That day, two men were on the search for just that kind of ‘maid so having them out-bet each other round after round had been 
mildly satisfying. It had also been a bit too easy. Things got boring quickly for Captain Black Blood when they were not challenging enough. 


Dave walked by the ‘first category and exotic pets' tent, where sellers were displaying their rare finds. Potential buyers had to pay a fee to 
enter this part of the slave market, to discourage onlookers to stare at the goods without buying anything. 


Dave had a permanent stand there since he was a regular seller. He was usually selling rare animals, birds and insects, found during his more 
exotic trips down South or first category captives. Whenever one of his captured humans would be eligible for high price sale in that 
category, Dave saw it as a bonus. 


Although he was not focused on slave selling, he would never turn down an opportunity when raiding a ship, if there were interesting people 
among the prisoners. Diversification was good for business and he liked to make good money. 


There were a few criterias to qualify for ‘first category’ in the Sandberg slave market. Any animal that was not a farm arimal or a locally 
found species could be sold in this part of the market. Birds and large felines were normally the popular types of animals sold When it came 
to humans, criterias were evidently different. Humans had to be of an exotic appearance - in a particularly pleasing or freakish way. Highly 
skilled entertainers such as trained dancers or musicians would also be eligible. Finally, and obviously, virgins were a highly sought-after type 
of human goods. Then there was a ‘miscellaneous’ category, which was not further defined. Depending on how busy or crowded the monthly 
auction was, some slaves or animals that would normally not qualify under the other label would be admitted under that one. The mermaid 


they had caught would have been a perfect fit for that last category, since it would not have passed the animal or bird first selection. 


Dave hesitated for a moment then walked into the tent. He didn't need to show his seller token to be allowed in. The two men at the entrance 
had recognized him. Even if he did not show up at every monthly auction, he was well known. 


It was already late into the afternoon and most sellers had sold what they had come to show off. Dave looked around, nodding in 
acknowledgement of familiar faces who greeted him from afar in the same discreet way. Except Perry, who waved at him from the back of 
the tent. That loud antique and collectible reseller was anything but discreet. At least he was usually entertaining to hang around for a bit, 
and Dave thought that he might find a couple of nice framed bugs or butterflies to add to his collection when visiting his stand. 


"Isn't it Captain Black Blood himself... Long time no see!" 


Dave had not gone to the auction hall and slave market for 3 months. 


"Hi, Perry. Had to make longer trips and could not return as often" 


"You're not selling anything this time, or you sold out already?" 


Perry's eyes were on the empty stand across from him, where Dave would have been presenting his goods, if he had any. 


"Kinda had something.. Then, turned out | didn't" 


Perry made a curious face. 


"Didn't survive transport maybe?" 


Dave shrugged. 


"Something like that." 


There was no way he would admit his second in command had run away - or swam away? - with a freshly caught male mermaid he was 


planning to sell for a small fortune. 


"That's the beauty of selling dead animals. Taxidermy's much easier to transport, especially framed. Can stack a lot in a few boxes. Stil, it 
didn't make this trip easier." 


Dave noticed that Perry was actually still unboxing his things. 


"What happened?" 


"| just arrived because | got held up on the road. My carriage broke down It was a mess. Anyway.. l'm here finally. | thought | missed you 


and you left already." 


"No, | was in the main hall selling at the general auction only this time. All done for the day." 


"Good buyers?" 


Dave smiled a little. 


"Can't complain" 


"| hope | get some good buyers too. Lets see the good side of things. Me arriving now means people have less to look at and they can check 
out my things at ease, without distraction" 


Besides taxidermy and exotic animal or insect collectibles for curiosity cabinets, Perry was also occasionally selling human slaves. He had a bit 
of the same take as Dave on the matter. Not his specialty but the extra money was worth the trouble. And this time, it seemed that Perry 
had not come only with dead animals and framed beetles. There was a T feet high cage covered with a cloth behind him. 


"What's in there?," Dave inquired. 


"Haha... Probably what's going to be my star sale of the afternoon" 


"Great, but what is it?" 


Perry walked to the cage and pushed the cloth to one side, unveiling a person wearing a long grey shirt and raggedy pants that only reached 
mid-calves. The person, man or woman - it was hard to guess - was sitting down on the floor of the cage with their head bent down so you 
couldn't see their face. 


"Come on, look up, show your face, pretty boy. I'm here to make money. You gotta help me sell the goods." 


Perry shook his head and looked back at Dave. 


"He is scared. | told him | only sell to good buyers. He doesn't believe me." 


"How strange. Why would he not trust the guy who's gonna slave him off to a stranger?" 


"He's top notch slave material." 


Dave raised an eyebrow. It was difficult to see what was so great about the man hiding his face and wearing those old rags but he still was 


curious. 


"And what's so special about him?" 


Perry turned back and kicked the cage. It was not a strong kick but enough to catch the attention of the man held captive. He lifted his head 
and looked up at Perry, then at the other man standing next to him. Messy dark hair fell a little too long over his eyes but it was not enough 
to cover his face and its delicate boyish features. The man's dark eyes locked with Dave's. Dave refrained from smirking. The defiance he 


could read in the captive man's eyes would do for a feisty treat, for whoever ended up with him. 


"He's a noble young gentleman. Kingly or princely blood, he can read and write, plays music.. And he's a virgin," Perry stated in a proud tone. 
"Verified by the head of hygiene here. | got his certificate." 


Dave snorted, knowing very well that these status claims were easily bought. 


It was usually more something that was a prime quality for female captives but he had to leave it to Perry that a young virgin and educated 


prince was indeed quality and uncommon good. 


Dave gave the man a once over, then moved to the side of the cage to look at him from another angle. 


The man's gaze followed him. Dave wasn't fooled. He easily recognized fear under what the young man was probably trying to pass as a 


warning to stay away. 


"He's young," Dave simply mentioned. 


"Yeah, twenty something.” 


"How did you come across him?" 


"He apparently ran away from his family convoy as they were travelling. He got robbed by thieves and was captured by them while he was 
on his own. They didn't care for him - you know the kind, just going for easy money, gold and jewellery - so | bargained with them and got 
him for a cheap price. | got lucky." 


Dave was listening to Perry but his eyes were still on the captive prince. There was something in the young man's eyes that drew Dave in. 
He was obviously different from the kind of men or women that Dave was used to hanging around with or seeking pleasure from. When at 
sea for weeks or months and only off for a few hours or a few nights in some ports, there was not much to choose from. 


All of a sudden, Dave had forgotten about adding to his collection of framed bugs or butterflies. None of that seemed too exciting anymore 


and money was burning a hole in his pocket. 


"How much do you want for him?" 


Perry laughed. 


"Are you serious or you want to help me practise my bargaining skills?" 


Dave looked back at Perry. 


"You know I'm always serious when it's about money." 


Perry raised his hands apologetically. 


"Its just | didn't think you'd need a court-trained entertainer and courtesan on a pirate ship." 


"You have no idea what goes on on my ship.” 


"No, but | know your reputation, Captain | think you'd be more satisfied with a trained debutante whore from Trent's stables. Just go check 
his place in town. He has everything you could want" 


"You think you know what | need better than | do?" 


"Like | said, I'd like to send this..." Perry turned towards the cage and looked at the young man, ".. lovely prince to a suited home, you know? 
Where people can appreciate all he has to offer." 


Dave took a step forward and looked Perry in the eyes. 


"| asked how much." 


There was a marked shift in energy between the two men. Perry took a step back, to restore a bit more of his personal space. His 
acquaintance, Dave, had vanished and now he was facing the infamous pirate. Perry was not used to deal with Captain Black Blood. 


"100,000 dihns." 


The Captain laughed out loud. 


"Ridiculous. | could almost buy a small ship for that price." 


That was an exaggeration, of course, but Dave wanted to stress his point. 


"Then go buy yourself a small ship.” 


Both men knew it was only the start of a little dance they somehow had to go through, and of course Perry had to start way too high so 
that the final agreed price looked like a discount for the buyer but would still be a good price for the seller. 


"30,000." 


"Less than a third of my asking price? Are you nuts?" 


"Listen, am not in a good mood and am done for the day here, and am trying to do you a favour. | know the kind of stuff you usually sell 
here and for how much. 30,000 is like a third of a year of your revenues." 


"You said | don't know what happens on your ship. You don't know what | do on the side, and how much | make when | am not in this auction 


hall." 


"Give me your counteroffer and let's get it done with." 


Perry sighed and looked away, then gave the Captain a side smile. 


"Okay, 15,000, but its only because | consider that we're some kind of acquaintances and | give you a frequent buyer discount." 


"50,000." 


"No way." 


Perry grabbed the edge of the cloth he had tucked to the side and covered the cage back. 


"tll find someone who's willing to pay much more." 


"Big spenders come early. You are late. Nobody's gonna pay that amount of money for a man, even if he's untouched. You can't ask the same 
prices as for women No child potential. You're the worst slave seller ever. Stick to stuffed birds and pinned butterflies." 


Dave turned around and started to walk away. 


If earlier he had been upset with the disappearance of the mermaid and Chad, now he was pissed at Perry's outlandish prices. Worse, he was 
mad at himself for still wanting that young man at such an unreasonable price. In the state of mind he was in, he would have bought him for 
15,000. It made no sense and it was way too much, but he still would have. However, he didn't want to lose face in front of Perry. Sometimes 
you just had to walk away and hope you did the right thing. He could come back in one hour. All sellers would have to start packing and 
leaving in two hours at the latest. The last hour would lead to the best sales prices, although with very limited goods on offer. 


Dave was almost at the exit, which was a different access point than the entrance. It was also flanked by two watchguards. He slowed his 


walk, just in case Perry came running down after him. When he didn't hear the seller call him back or approach, Dave clenched his jaw and 


walked out. He had to stick to his decision 


He let out a heavy sigh when he turned around and left the tent behind him. He had no idea what had just gotten into him. He had just made 
95,000 dihns from the slave auction It would have been stupid to spend almost all of it on a slave, even if that young man was attractive as 


fuck to him. 


Dave needed to change his mind. Eric was waiting for him at the inn located right before the city West gate. He met him there. 


"| was thinking of going to the bathhouse before getting back on the ship. Wanna come with me?" 


Eric was finishing his beer. 


"Sure. I've never been but | hear it's nice.” 


"Yeah, it is. Takes your mind off things. They do massages too.” 


Dave put a few coins on the table, paying for Eric's drink. 


"Do they do the kind of massages that are ‘very' relaxing?," Eric asked with a low voice. 


"If you ask nicely and pay extra...” 


Eric smiled and nodded. He had some pocket money to spare. That sounded like a pleasant way to spend it. 


A couple of hours later, after a visit to the bathhouse and then a quick dinner, Eric and Dave were walking back to their ship. The time at 
the bathhouse and the inn had also served as debrief on the business of the day, with Dave bringing Eric up to speed with how they had 
done with the slaves’ sales. He obviously avoided the part where he had tried - and failed - to purchase Perry's princely slave. 


As they were on their way, and Eric sensed that Dave was more chilled, they started to talk about Chad's disappearance. Eric had not dwelled 
on the personal side of things and the sense of betrayal he was sure Dave had felt when he had realized what had occurred. Eric was clever 
enough to leave that to the side. Yet, there were practical aspects to the situation that needed addressing. 


"So what are we gonna do about First Mate duties? Who's gonna fill in?" 


"| don't know, Eric. l'd say you but..." 


"tm the Navigator. | cannot steer the ship and go around all decks checking that everyone's doing what they should” 


"| know. But for now.. | need you to juggle both a bit, okay? I'll do part of it too." 


Eric nodded. 


"I can ask Blades to help as well with some things. He has Ty that can do minor medical jobs, maybe he can free up some time and delegate 


more to him." 


"Sure, we can manage for a bit like this but not long and not if we plan to go far and to new places. Its not practical to have three people 
running the day-today things on a ship. You need one man" 


Dave looked at Eric, hating the fact that his friend and Navigator was right, of course. 


"So we have to postpone that trip West to the Pacific, huh?" 


"Well... It's a three month trip at least, and who knows what we'll find when we arrive there. | don't think we want to do that without the ship 
running as it should. You decide in the end but... " 


"tm sure once over there, we can make money like we do here. But it might take a while, just to get to know our way around things and 
connect with the right people." 


"There's money to make just sailing down South." 


Dave shook his head. 


"| want to go further, where people don't know us and we have the surprise factor. And also | want to see something else. You're not 


curious?" 


"Yeah, | am but l'm the one checking the maps and seeing how far it is." 


Dave and Eric had almost arrived at the harbour. 


"ll sleep on it for now. If we need to replace him... | gotta think who | could ask, track them... It's not that easy, and it's certainly not a quick 
fix" 


"You can count on me, Captain. Stephen will stick with us too. | know him." 


Dave turned around and admired his ship. It was a beautiful three mast, painted in dark shades of blue, purple and black, with its name, ‘The 
Phantasm’, expertly embossed in white on both sides of the hull. 


"So do we stay overnight or we sail off in a few hours?," Eric asked, while Dave was still lost in his thoughts, looking at his ship. 


Dave looked around at the harbour. Sandberg was a lively town and one of the largest in the area. Life on the ship was tough for the crew 
and he knew giving them a touch of freedom would go a long way, even if that meant paying for the overnight stay at the harbour. 


"We're staying the night. Tell the crew they have the evening off till 7 tomorrow morning. Just keep the minimum number of guys onboard." 


"Sounds good. They'll appreciate." 


